

    
        
          The Price of Freedom

        

        
        
          Jeremy Jameson

        

        
          Published by Jeremy Jameson, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE PRICE OF FREEDOM

    

    
      First edition. June 8, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Jeremy Jameson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235599581

    

    
    
      Written by Jeremy Jameson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1: The Broken Scales

Chapter 2: The Manufactured Reality

Chapter 3: The Trap

Chapter 4: The Pocket Secret

Chapter 5: The Black Device

Chapter 6: The Vault Unlocked

Chapter 7: The Paper Trail of Malice

Chapter 8: The Empire Splinters

Chapter 9: The Immediate Verdict

Chapter 10: The Safe House

Chapter 11: The Federal Net

Chapter 12: The Desperate King

Chapter 13: Shadows on the South Side

Chapter 14: The Midnight Breach

Chapter 15: The Final Pursuit

Chapter 16: The Arrest

Chapter 17: The Clean Break

Chapter 18: Healing the Scars

Chapter 19: The Visitor

Chapter 20: The Light of Tomorrow

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Broken Scales
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The conference room of Sterling, Halloway & Vance smelled of expensive mahogany polish and the artificial scent of a high-end air filtration system. It was a space designed to intimidate, defined by sharp angles and floor-to-ceiling glass overlooking a jagged Chicago skyline that resembled broken teeth.

Olivia sat at the far end of the boardroom table, her knuckles white as she gripped the fabric of her skirt. Across from her, Jonathan Reed didn’t just occupy space; he dominated it. He was dressed in a charcoal suit that cost more than Olivia’s first car, his posture relaxed, his smile a thin, bloodless line. He wasn't looking at her, but at his lead attorney, a man named Michael Jones, who was currently spreading a stack of color-coded documents across the polished wood like a dealer shuffling a deck of marked cards.

"Mrs. Reed—or I suppose, Ms. Carter," Jones said, his voice smooth, devoid of any genuine inflection. He pushed a document toward Olivia. It was a forensic analysis of her cell phone records from the last six months. Highlighted in neon yellow were three-minute intervals—times when she had stepped out of the house to pace the sidewalk, trying to breathe, trying to remember who she was before she had become Jonathan’s reflection.

"It’s an interesting pattern of behavior, Olivia," Jonathan interjected. His voice was melodic, the kind of voice that had once charmed her into thinking it was a lullaby, before she learned it was a siren song. He leaned back, lacing his fingers behind his head. "The nanny logs indicate these are the moments you leave the children unattended in the playroom. Unsupervised. For a woman with a history of documented 'adjustment disorders'—which I have been so generous to keep private—this level of negligence is frankly terrifying."

"They were in a locked, secure house with a nanny present," Olivia said, her voice sounding thinner than she intended. "And I wasn't being negligent." I was having panic attacks. Because of you, "

Jonathan didn't flinch. He didn't even blink. He simply turned to the mediator, a gray-faced man who hadn't looked Olivia in the eye since the session began.

"See?" Jonathan whispered, loud enough to fill the silence. "The volatility. The tendency to externalize her own internal failures onto others. I’ve tried, Michael. I’ve tried to support her, to get her the help she needs, but she refuses to acknowledge reality. It’s an environment that is, by its very definition, emotionally hazardous for Ethan and Mason. "

Olivia felt the walls of the room begin to contract. She looked at the documents Jones had laid out. They were all there—the doctored emails, the distorted transcripts of therapy sessions where she had been encouraged to vent, now stripped of context and weaponized against her. They had turned her search for sanity into a map of her own mental dissolution.

"I am their mother," Olivia said, her voice rising, shaking. She could feel the heat rising in her chest, the familiar, suffocating panic that Jonathan had spent years conditioning her to feel whenever she challenged his narrative.

"Are you?" Jonathan asked, his eyes suddenly shifting to meet hers. There was no warmth there, only a cold, predatory assessment. "Think very carefully before you answer that, Olivia. Because right now, the court is looking at a woman who is unraveling. I have the resources to ensure that the unraveling is complete. If you continue this charade, the only thing you’ll have left is a monthly check and a supervised visitation schedule that starts and ends at the precinct. "

He leaned forward, the leather of his chair creaking. "Do you want to be the woman who lost her children because she couldn't control her own temper, or do you want to be the woman who walked away with her dignity intact? You have until Friday to sign the amended custody agreement." If not, we’ll go to court, and I promise you, I will make the judge wonder how you ever managed to hold a job, let alone raise two boys. "

The mediator cleared his throat. "I think that’s enough for today. We’ll reconvene on Friday.” "

Olivia stood up, her legs feeling like lead. She didn’t look at Jonathan as she walked out. She didn’t look at the lawyers. She kept her eyes fixed on the elevator doors, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs.

The descent in the elevator felt like falling. When the doors finally slid open to the lobby, she didn’t stop for the security desk or the greeting of the receptionist. She pushed through the revolving doors and into the biting Chicago wind, gulping down the freezing air as if it were oxygen.

She walked for blocks, oblivious to the slush-covered sidewalks and the honking taxis, her mind replaying Jonathan’s words. Negligent. Volatile. Unfit. He had built a labyrinth of lies so sophisticated, so supported by his financial engine, that the truth didn’t just feel hidden—it felt impossible to prove.

When she finally reached her apartment, the sanctuary she had fought so hard to keep, she didn’t turn on the lights. She stood in the entryway, the darkness of the hall pressing in around her. The silence of the apartment was supposed to be a comfort, but now, it felt like a tomb. She felt the heavy, dragging weight of defeat. She was an ant trying to move a mountain, and the mountain was currently preparing to bury her.

She walked into the living room and collapsed onto the sofa. The room was dim, illuminated only by the faint, bluish glow of a streetlamp filtering through the blinds. She buried her face in her hands, her breath coming in shallow, jagged hitches. How do I fight a man who owns the truth?

She thought of Ethan and Mason sleeping in the next room, their innocence a fragile, glowing light in the suffocating dark of her world. If she lost them, she lost everything. And the terrifying part wasn't just the loss—it was knowing that if they were in Jonathan’s care, they would eventually learn to mimic the cold, empty expression she had seen on his face in the boardroom. They would be hollowed out, just like her.

A floorboard creaked in the hallway.

Olivia wiped her face quickly, trying to suppress the tremors in her hands. She shifted, expecting the nanny or perhaps a draft, but then she saw him.

Ethan was standing in the doorway. He was nine years old, small for his age, with eyes that seemed to hold the weight of someone much, much older. He wasn't crying. He wasn't asking for a bedtime story. He was simply standing there, his small hands tucked into the pockets of his pajamas, his gaze fixed on her with an intensity that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

"Mom?" he whispered.

"I'm here, baby," she managed to say, forcing a smile that felt like glass. "Go back to sleep. It’s late." "

Ethan didn't move. He took a step into the room, his movements deliberate, his head cocked slightly to the side as if he were listening to a frequency she couldn't hear. "He was mean today, wasn't he?" "

Olivia felt her heart stop. She had been so careful. She had never spoken of the mediation in front of them. "What do you mean, Ethan?"

"At the office," he said, his voice flat, devoid of a child’s usual inflection. "He likes to make you feel small so he can stay big. He did it to the man who worked for him before, too. The one who had the loud phone calls in the study." "

Olivia stood up slowly, her shock momentarily overriding her despair. "Ethan, honey, what are you talking about?"  

"

He didn't answer her directly. Instead, he reached into his pocket. His face remained calm, unreadable, even as the air in the room seemed to sharpen, the atmosphere shifting from domestic malaise to something cold, clinical, and dangerous.

"He thinks he’s the king," Ethan said, stepping into the sliver of light from the streetlamp. "But kings have secrets. And he has a lot of them." "

He held out his hand. He wasn't holding a toy. He was holding a small, black object—a flash drive, worn at the edges, a secret weapon carried in the pocket of a nine-year-old boy.

"I heard him," Ethan said, looking at the device, then back to her. "I heard what he was doing. And I kept it." "

The despair that had been crushing Olivia’s lungs suddenly vanished, replaced by a cold, hard spike of clarity. She looked at her son—really looked at him—and realized that while she had been paralyzed by the fear of losing him, he had been watching. He had been recording. He had been the silent witness to the monster’s descent.

Olivia took the drive from his hand. It was cold to the touch. As she held it, the weight of the last twelve years didn't disappear, but the nature of the burden changed. It wasn't a shroud anymore. It was a spear.

The screen of her ancient, overheating laptop pulsed with a sterile white light, casting long, jittery shadows against the walls of her kitchenette. Outside, the South Side hummed with the distant, indifferent wail of a siren, a sound that usually made Olivia’s skin crawl with the fear of police, of lawyers, of Jonathan’s reach. Tonight, it felt like white noise against the thumping of her own heart.

She stared at the USB drive sitting on the scarred wooden table. It was small, matte black, and looked entirely unremarkable—a piece of plastic that held the weight of a god’s fall.

"Mom?"

Olivia startled, her chair scraping harshly against the linoleum. Ethan was standing in the doorway, his silhouette narrow and still. He didn't look like a nine-year-old. He looked like a sentry. Mason was asleep in the bedroom, his breathing rhythmic and untroubled, a stark contrast to the vortex Olivia was currently caught in.

"I’m here, baby,” Olivia whispered, her voice raspy from hours of repressed crying. She gestured for him to come closer.

Ethan didn't move toward her; he moved toward the computer. He watched the blinking cursor on the screen with a detachment that made Olivia’s chest ache. He wasn't just observant; he was analytical. He had spent years watching his father operate, noting the rhythms of the man’s cruelty like a scientist recording a predator’s hunt.

"Does it work?" he asked quietly.

"I haven't opened it yet,” she admitted. “"I... I was afraid."

"Don't be,” Ethan said, his voice devoid of his usual childish cadence. "He taught me that fear is just data you haven't processed yet. If you process it, it’s just a fact. The facts are on the drive, Mom.”  

"

Olivia gripped the edge of the table. She felt a surge of terrifying pride, followed immediately by a wave of nausea. Her son had been raised in a house of glass where everything was monitored, and he had learned to be a ghost in the machinery. She reached for the drive, her fingers trembling as she slid it into the port.

The laptop groaned, the fans spinning up into a frantic whine. A folder materialized on the desktop: EXODUS.

Olivia clicked it. Her eyes darted over the files. It wasn't just business receipts or offshore account numbers; it was a digital archive of a life constructed on rot. There were recordings—audio files labeled with dates that went back four years. She saw a file named REPUTATION_PROJECT.

Her hand moved of its own accord, clicking the file.

Jonathan’s voice filled the small kitchen, cold and precise, stripped of the charm he wore in public. He was speaking to a man she didn't recognize, his tone dismissive.

“The addiction narrative is the cleanest way to do it. It’s a classic, and people love to believe a mother is falling apart. By the time we reach the final hearing, she won’t even have the credibility to object to the supervised visitation schedule. She’ll look like she’s hallucinating. Keep the pressure on her. Make sure she misses the school appointments. The more she unravels, the easier it is for the judge to see the ‘instability’ I’ve been documenting.”

Olivia felt the room tilt. The air in the apartment, which had felt suffocating only hours before, now felt thin, arctic. She hadn't been imagining the gaslighting. She hadn't been failing as a mother; she had been a target in a war she didn't know she was fighting.

She looked at Ethan. He was watching the screen, his face a blank slate, but his hands were clenched at his sides.

"How long?" she whispered.

"Since you started talking about moving out,” Ethan said. "He keeps a separate server in his office. I mirrored it every night when he was in the gym. He thinks I’m playing games, Mom.” He thinks I’m just a kid who likes puzzles. "

Olivia looked back at the screen, her terror shifting. The fear was still there, a cold lump in her stomach, but it was being eclipsed by a searing, crystalline clarity. She realized that Jonathan’s greatest mistake wasn't his cruelty—it was his arrogance. He had been so convinced that the people in his life were merely furniture that he had neglected the one thing that was actually watching him.

"You could have gotten hurt," she said, pulling him to her side, burying her face in his hair. He smelled like soap and the stale, air-conditioned air of their old mansion. "Ethan, if he had found out—"

"He would have sent me to boarding school," Ethan finished for her. "Or worse. But he didn't find out. And now, he can't stop this." "

Olivia let go of him and straightened, her spine locking into a position it hadn't held in years. She looked at the laptop, then at the clock. It was 2:00 AM. In the distance, the city began to quiet, as if holding its breath.

She realized then that there was no going back to the woman who sat in the mediation room, weeping as she signed away her dignity. That woman had died in the silence of that room. What was left was a mother who had been pushed into a corner so deep that she had finally found the wall behind her—and she was ready to tear it down.

"We need to get this to a lawyer," Olivia said, her voice finally steady. "Not his firm. Not anyone he knows."

"I have names," Ethan said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a folded scrap of paper. "I tracked the ones he’s been bribing, and the ones he’s afraid of." There’s a firm on Michigan Avenue. They’re sharks, but they hate him. I checked their case history. They’ve been trying to audit his foundation for three years. "

Olivia took the paper, her fingers brushing his. She looked at the list—names she recognized from the headlines, high-profile litigators known for their lack of mercy.

She turned back to the laptop. She didn't just read the files; she began to save them. She uploaded them to the cloud, moved them to an encrypted drive, and sent a copy to an email address she’d set up under a pseudonym years ago, a digital contingency plan she’d never had the courage to use until now.

As the progress bar crept toward completion, she felt the oppressive weight of the past decade finally beginning to crack. It wasn't the relief of safety—she knew Jonathan wouldn't let this go without a fight—but it was the relief of agency. She was no longer a victim waiting for the hammer to fall. She was a player in the game now, and for the first time, she had the winning hand.

"Are you scared, Mom?" Ethan asked, leaning against the counter.

Olivia looked at her son—her brilliant, burdened, heroic boy. She looked at the door leading to the bedroom where Mason slept, innocent and unaware. She thought of Jonathan’s cold, calculated voice on the recording, the way he spoke of her like she was a broken piece of office equipment.

"No,” Olivia said, and she was surprised to find that she meant it. "I’m finished being scared. Tomorrow, we take our lives back.” "

She closed the laptop; the screen went dark, but the glow of the monitor seemed to linger in the room, a herald of the firestorm they were about to ignite. She stood up and walked to the window, pulling the curtain back just enough to see the street below. Empty, silent, and waiting.

"Go to sleep, Ethan,” she said softly. "I’ll be right here.” "

She sat back down, not to rest, but to read. Every line of evidence, every shred of his deceit, every piece of the life he had built on her suffering. She read it all. She memorized the patterns of his greed, the signatures on the fraudulent transfers, the emails where he discussed her life as if it were a spreadsheet to be balanced.

By the time the first grey light of dawn began to bleed through the blinds, Olivia was no longer just a mother. She was a weapon forged in the heat of his own malice. And she was ready to be fired.
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Chapter 2: The Manufactured Reality
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The courtroom smelled of floor wax and failed ambition. Olivia sat at the plaintiff's table, gripping the mahogany edge so tightly that her knuckles turned white. To her right, her attorney, a soft-spoken public defender named Sarah Miller, appeared increasingly overwhelmed by the phalanx of suits Jonathan had assembled.

Across the aisle, Jonathan didn’t even look at her. He sat with the relaxed posture of a man watching a play he had already memorized, his hands folded neatly over a fountain pen. He looked like the picture of the grieving father: concerned, weary, yet impeccably composed.

"Your Honor," Michael Jones, Jonathan’s lead counsel, stood with the polished grace of a predator. He was a man who specialized in character assassination, and he had spent the last two hours dissecting Olivia’s life like a biological specimen. "If we look at Exhibit D, the medical records from three years ago: The persistent fatigue, the lack of appetite, the recurring need for isolation. We aren't merely talking about a difficult period in a marriage. We are talking about a clinical inability to function." "

Olivia felt a phantom ache in her chest. Every word was a serrated blade.

"Objection," Sarah said, her voice small. "The defense is misrepresenting the nature of Olivia’s mental health, which was a result of—"

"Overruled," Judge Halloway interrupted, her face a mask of judicial indifference. She didn't look at Olivia. She looked at the stacks of paper—Jonathan’s paper—that had been submitted to the court clerk's office weeks ago. "Mr. Jones, continue."  

"

Jones picked up a document, waving it dismissively. "We have multiple accounts from staff members—nannies, housekeepers, private tutors—who have documented Mrs. Reed’s frequent dissociative states. The children were often left to fend for themselves while their mother remained in her bedroom, unresponsive, lost in a haze of prescribed medication and profound apathy."  

"

Olivia’s breath hitched. That was a lie. She had stayed in her room because Jonathan had locked the doors from the outside, claiming she was "a danger to herself" during one of his outbursts. She had been trapped in that house, terrified, crying for her children while he stood on the other side of the door, recording her screams to use as leverage.

She looked up at the gallery, searching for anyone who might believe her, but the courtroom was filled with Jonathan’s hand-picked associates and press contacts. They saw what they were paid to see: a manic, broken woman, and a titan of industry doing his best to protect his heirs.

"She is a danger to her own children," Jones concluded, his voice dropping to a sympathetic, gravelly whisper. "Not because she is malicious, but because she is absent. She is a void where a mother should be. "

Olivia felt the room tilt. The walls seemed to draw in, the wood paneling pressing against her shoulders." She looked at Judge Halloway, hoping for a flicker of recognition, a sign that the judge saw the sheer malice in Jones’s presentation. But Halloway was writing something down, her pen moving with rhythmic, soul-crushing precision.

She’s deciding, Olivia thought, a cold sweat breaking out across her collarbone. She’s already decided.

"Ms. Carter?"

Olivia blinked, snapping back to the present. Sarah was nudging her arm, whispering, "You have to testify. Keep it simple. Don't let them bait you." "

Olivia stood, her knees trembling. She walked toward the witness stand, every step feeling like a march to the gallows. As she passed Jonathan’s table, he leaned back, his eyes catching hers. There was no rage there, only a terrifying, hollow amusement. He looked at her as if she were a nuisance he was finally cleaning up, a stain on his perfectly tailored life.

"State your name for the record," Jones said, not waiting for her to reach the stand.

"Olivia Carter."

"Not Olivia Reed?" Jones asked," a mocking smile playing on his lips. "You haven't been living as a wife for some time, have you?"

"I am currently in the process of reclaiming my name," she said, her voice cracking before she steadied it.

"And are you currently in the process of reclaiming your children?" Jones pounced, stepping closer to the witness box, invading her personal space. "Because your history suggests you treat them more like accessories than human beings. Objects you keep only when it’s convenient for your emotional narrative."

"That is a lie," Olivia said, her hands gripping the wood of the stand so hard her nails bitten into the grain. "I love my children. I have been their primary caregiver since the day they were born."

"Really?" Jones pulled a file from his stack. "Then how do you explain the emails from your pediatrician, questioning your failure to attend three consecutive check-ups? Or the security logs from your own apartment—the one you moved into after you 'left' your marriage—that show you leaving the children alone for hours at a time? "

Olivia froze. "I never left them alone. I went to the store for groceries. For medicine—"

"Alone," Jones repeated, louder, cutting her off. ""At night. In a neighborhood you know is unsafe. You prioritize your own need to escape the apartment over the basic safety of Ethan and Mason. "

He leaned in, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper that didn't reach the stenographer’s ears, but hit Olivia like a physical blow. "Jonathan has receipts, Olivia. He has photos. He has the dates, the times, the timestamps. You are building a case against yourself with every word you speak. Why don't you do us all a favor and just sign the custody waiver? Stop the performance. "

Olivia looked over at the bench. Judge Halloway was staring at her, her expression one of weariness, as if she were bored by the sight of another hysterical mother losing her grip.

"I won't sign it," Olivia whispered, though she felt the floor falling away beneath her. "My children are not for sale.""

"Everything is for sale, Olivia," Jonathan said from his table. His voice was calm, projecting just enough for the court to hear. "Even your dignity. Though, looking at you, I suspect yours was a bargain-bin find to begin with." "

Laughter rippled through the gallery—soft, polite, professional laughter. Olivia felt a surge of nausea. She looked at the judge, her eyes wide, pleading for someone to stop this, to see the reality of her life, the fear, the gaslighting, the years of quiet violence. But the court saw a wealthy, successful man and his "unstable" ex-wife.

She turned to face the room, but the faces were blurred, a sea of grey suits and cold, judgmental eyes. She had been rendered invisible. The woman she was, the mother she was, had been meticulously erased and replaced by a caricature of a tragic, failed human being.

"Your witness, Ms. Miller," Jones said, turning back to his seat with a triumphant smirk.

Sarah Miller, stood, but she looked as defeated as Olivia felt. She didn't know the full truth—nobody did. She only knew what was on the paper, and the paper was filled with Jonathan’s lies.

"Olivia," Sarah began, but the words died in her throat as she looked at the mountain of fabricated evidence on the defense table.

Olivia looked down at her own hands. They were shaking. The room felt like a coffin. She thought of Ethan back at the apartment, sleeping in the quiet dark. She thought of the USB drive tucked away, a tiny sliver of metal that held the truth of a man who thought he was a god.

If the judge ruled today, it wouldn't matter what was on that drive. Once the gavel hit the wood, the verdict would be law.

Stay calm, she told herself, the mantra she had used for twelve years to survive the midnight rages and the silent treatments. Find the crack. He made a mistake somewhere. He always makes a mistake.

But looking at the judge’s bored expression, she realized that even if she spoke, even if she screamed, it wouldn't matter. In this room, the truth didn't exist unless Jonathan Reed allowed it to. She was drowning, and the judge was watching her go under without even reaching out a hand.

The weight of it—the sheer, crushing magnitude of his power—threatened to snap her spirit. For a moment, the temptation to just stop, to give up, to let the darkness take her, flickered like a dying candle. It would be so easy. Just sign the papers. Leave. Let him take them.

Then, she felt it—a sharp, stinging pinch in the palm of her hand. She looked down. She had pressed her nails into her skin so deeply they had drawn blood.

The sharp, metallic tang of copper cut through the sterile courtroom air.

He hasn't won yet.

She looked across the aisle. Jonathan was checking his watch, bored, waiting for the recess. He was so confident, so utterly sure of his own divinity, that he hadn't noticed the way she was staring at him. He didn't look like a man who was about to be destroyed. He looked like a man who was about to go to lunch.

You haven't seen what Ethan found, Jonathan, she thought, a cold, hard knot of resolve tightening in her stomach. And you have no idea what I’m willing to do to keep them safe.

She sat back, her posture shifting from the broken victim to something else entirely. Something cold. Something dangerous. She didn't know how she was going to get that evidence out of the house and into the right hands, but as she looked at the back of Jonathan’s head, she knew one thing for certain: she wouldn't be the one losing everything today.

Michael Jones paced the floor, his Italian loafers barely making a sound against the courtroom carpet. He holds a stack of printed chat logs, his posture radiating a practiced, predatory casualness.

“Mrs. Reed,” Jones said, his voice dripping with condescending sympathy. “Let’s discuss the evening of October 14th. You claimed to be at home, resting, while Mr. Reed was at a charity gala. Yet, your own smart-home logs—which we have authenticated—show three separate instances of you attempting to access restricted medical portals. Specifically, sites dedicated to the procurement of unregistered pharmaceuticals.”

Olivia grips the arms of the witness chair. Her knuckles are white, the
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